Japan's fantasy movies are well known for their creativity and superior quality. The country's science fiction, horror, disaster, and monster films are genres enjoyed by audiences worldwide. Godzilla, for example, is one of the best-known monsters on screen. The monster film kaijū eiga (in Japanese) gained popularity in the 1950s, and has been a means for the Japanese to "actualize" their war with others after surrender in World War II. Monster films can therefore be considered a political-cultural product that reflects and heals Japan's fear and anxiety toward its enemies by imagining/defeating foreign intruders within an unrealistic setting. In the twenty-first century, however, Japanese fantasy movies have actually become increasingly realistic. For example, many of these films touch upon controversial issues affecting people's lives, including rich-poor disparity and social justice. These issues are partly triggered by the burst of the bubble economy that sees Japan trapped in a prolonged recession. Moreover, when natural disasters strike the country, the situation deteriorates as incapable leaders fail to take appropriate action.
This chapter examines how a series of natural and man-made crises have shocked the core values of Japanese society and the role of fantasy films in this context. The "disaster" discussed in this chapter, therefore, can be viewed as a chain reaction caused by a combination of economic, political, and natural calamities since the early 1990s. One of the main features of those films is the depiction of an incompetent father figure who does not deserve love and respect. Mutual distrust between Generation Y and the authorities is a keyword, or is the main theme in these movies. This trend may be a reflection of Doi Takeo's theories on amae (dependence) and fatherless society, in which individuals tend to direct the blame of their misfortunes to those who are supposed to protect them. In short, I believe that current Japanese fantasy films serve as a channel of escape or even a religion for people looking for salvation. By visualizing different crises in a semirealistic way, the Japanese are able to redirect their fear and anxiety, and, more importantly, project their hopes to the future.
Japanese fantasy movies trace their origin to monster films such as the Godzilla series.
1 Godzilla films reflect Japanese people's fear of nuclear bombing, for the nation is still haunted by memories of the atomic bombing in Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Furthermore, the Daigo fukuryū maru (Lucky Dragon 5) incident revived the horror and catastrophe wrought by nuclear weapons.
2 Godzilla films frequently feature Japanese cities being burned down to ashes. Such scenes remind the Japanese of the US firebombing in different parts of Japan during World War II, which destroyed numerous houses and left many homeless. In a sense, Godzilla is a figure that projects Japan's self-image, historical trauma, and fear. While the settings of Godzilla films are remotely connected to the real world, their primary function is to project Japanese people's fear, which is fresh and real. The Hollywood version of Godzilla (1998, Roland Emmerich) merely treats Godzilla as an alien to be destroyed, while Japanese productions portray it as a creature to be feared and respected. Godzilla is the victim of modernization, namely, nuclear weapons. After World War II, Japan was no longer allowed to have its own army. Article 9 of the Japanese Constitution, which came into effect in 1947, states that the "Japanese people forever renounce war as a sovereign right of the nation and the threat or use of force as a means of settling international disputes" (Kantei 1946) . Monster films, therefore, have become a means for the Japanese to "actualize" their war with others since the country's surrender. One example is King Kong vs. Godzilla (1962, Honda Ishirō) , in which Godzilla fights against the most well-known monster from Hollywood. The story depicts the fight between two monsters when they are brought to Japan by humans. 3 The film, which is the first Japanese film featuring
